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Abstract. Mongolian pastoralism is a treasured “art” and tradition, honoured for its resourcefulness and
maintained by the national social and political environment, but in the modern world it is an anachronism.
Modern market requirements, enforced by domestic and international consumers, are rendering current
Mongolian pastoralism unsustainable. Traditional nomadic herding is a subsistence activity. The products of
modern herders are traded in domestic and international markets, hence modern nomadic herding is a profit
making activity, in which product specification to satisfy consumers has to be the driver for grazing
management and pasture utilisation considerations.
Key Words: Mongolia, nomadic herding, marketing, pasture valuation.

Introduction
Many herders cannot create adequate cash flow for a
sustainable living. Many issues work against sustainability.
They include: lack of market intelligence, lack of pastoral
social organisation, lack of vocational education, no
enforcement of regulations to prevent overstocking of
pastures, increased, unregulated investment from the city
and variable adherence to ancient nomadic norms.

Background
Mongolia is approximately 1.6 million km2, and is located
between 42oN/54oN and 85o/120oE. Population is
approximately 2.8 million, of which 33.8% live in rural
areas. Agriculture contributes 15% to GDP. The composition of the national herd has changed greatly between 1990
and 2012 (Table 1).

Geography and Environment
Batjargal and Laurie 1996 designate six main vegetation
zones in Mongolia: Desert (34 million ha), Desert Steppe
(30 million ha), Steppe (33 million ha), Forest Steppe (40
million ha), Taiga (13 million ha.), and Alpine (6 million
ha). Extensive livestock production is the country’s major
land use industry. Mongolia is landlocked with hot
summers and cold winters to minus 53oC, and annual

rainfall varies from 5 cm in the south to 40 cm in the
north, of which 96% of precipitation falls from April to
October. Average altitude is 1580 m, and the growing
seasons vary from 70 to 130 days.

Natural Disasters
Mongolia is subject to frequent, unpredictable and
devastating natural disasters, including dzud (excessively
severe winter cold and snow), floods, fire and drought.
Twenty five dzuds, covering over half the land area of
Mongolia have occurred since 1308 (Wikipedia 2013).
Dzuds, covering smaller areas, occur every seven to ten
years. In the 2009-2010 dzud, 10,310,900 animals, or 25%
of the national herd died. In the 1999-2000 dzud 17% of
animals died. From 1999 to 2002 three dzuds killed 11
million animals. The critically important question is
whether, or not the animal losses experienced in dzud
occurrences are exacerbated by improvident overgrazing of
pastures in the good seasons?

Concern for Mongolian Pastures and Long Term
Sustainability
Hijaba (2013) and Fernandez-Gimenez and Swift (2003)
agree that between 70% to 80% of Mongolian pastures are
currently degraded. Degradation is a result of many forces

Table 1. Mongolian National Livestock Numbers in 1990 and 2012, by domesticated breeds
Livestock

Year 1990

Percentage

Year 2012

Percentage

Camel
Horse
Cattle (including Yak)
Sheep
Goat
Total Livestock

537,500
2,262,000
2.848,700
15,083,000
5,125,700
25,856,900

2.07
8.75
11.0
58.3
19.8
100

286,440
2,332,440
2,618,880
18,127,560
17,554,680
40,920,000

0.7
5.7
6.4
44.3
42.9
100

Source: Mongolian Statistical Year Books 2000 and 2011
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negating the “art” of nomadic grazing management.

million (Hijaba 2013).

“For the last seventy years, in the extensive livestock sector (of
Mongolia), a series of political, economic and organisational
restructurings have been put into practice, which differ
significantly from traditional herding techniques” (Erdenebaatar

No legislation is enacted to control livestock
numbers, or grazing movements

1996).

Nomadic grazing management with herds of camels,
horses, cattle, sheep and goats in a harsh, unpredictable
environment is an acquired “art” rather than a scientific
application of measured knowledge. The art of Mongolian
nomadic grazing is clearly outlined by Purev (1990) and
also by Miller and Sheehy (2008), reviewing Lattimore’s
experience of, nomadic pastoralism in the 1920’s and
1930’s.

Present Confusion in the Mongolian Herding
Industry
The current Mongolian herding situation is a result of the
restructuring shocks (Erdenebaatar 1996). In the 1950s
Mongolian herders were coerced from their free, organised,
subsistence nomadic lives and institutionalised into
“Negdels” (Collectives). Individual herders lost control
over their flocks and herds. Often herders were placed in
control of a single animal species and maybe of one age
group. The skills of managing a mixed herd were lost. On
the demise of the Soviet system in the late 1980s-early
1990s, the negdels were disbanded, the herds privatised
and herders returned to their ancient lifestyle. The demise
of the negdels coincided with extreme economic inflation
in Mongolia (1992, 325.5%; 1993, 183%). Manufacturing
businesses closed, and city workers lost employment. There
ensued a net migration from the cities to the herding in the
countryside. Herder numbers rose dramatically, from
147,508 in 1990 to 417,743 in 1999, an increase of 183% in
just one decade. Note that the number of herdsmen in 2011
was 311,185. While the livestock sector has been able to
absorb a high proportion of the labour force, it has done so
at the cost of lower labour productivity and lower incomes
(Griffen 2001).

Mongolians believe that the Pasture is “free” and
it is their Right to Utilise Pasture
The rights of herders to utilise pasture are enshrined in the
Mongolian Constitution. This gives false confidence in the
ability of pasture to support animal production. The
Ministry of Nature and Environment (1997) stated that with
25 million livestock in 1990, the livestock density was
close to the capacity of available pasture and in some
seasons exceeded it. In recent years Mongolian legislators
and herders have allowed large increases in livestock,
because “the more livestock I have, the more I can lose in a
dzud, which leaves me with more animals to rebuild the
herd after the dzud.” (2007, herders, pers.comm.). Massive
increases in goat numbers for cashmere have occurred since
1995 (Table 1). Animals dying from malnutrition, as a
result of overgrazing, is an opportunity cost to the
Mongolian pastoral industry - a financial cost against the
“free” use of pasture. The cost of pasture degradation,
calculated by the net price of additional fodder required for
the estimated number of livestock that exceeds the
maximum herd capacity is estimated to be $US 6.67
© 2013 Proceedings of the 22nd International Grassland Congress

The Constitution of Mongolia, enacted in 1992, clearly
states that the land is the property of the State (Article 6.2).
Livestock are allowed to be in private ownership. Mongolia
has a draft “Pastureland Law” written in 2007 (Hannam
2007), but it has been the subject of considerable discussion
and debate and in 2013 has still not been legislated. Since
1999, many city-based business people have invested in
livestock and employed herders as managers. This
disturbed the orderly seasonal management and the artful
utilisation of Mongolian pastures by experienced herders.
Increased livestock numbers and the increased number of
herders competing for grazing land have resulted in
pastures that were saved for winter, being eaten by errant
herds. Nomadic grazing methods are being attempted with
grossly increased numbers of animals and poor animal and
pasture husbandry skills. No system is being applied to
identify, monitor, or control local carrying capacity. Recent
scientific studies have not been undertaken to quantify
overgrazing, or determine what may be climax plant
communities. Some targeted studies have been carried out,
(Addison et al. 2011) but generalisations for all Mongolia
cannot be extrapolated, because of the diversity of
vegetation zones.

Co-Management of Pastures in Mongolia
World Bank efforts in1999 and 2006, to introduce grazing
associations and co-ordinated grazing on scientific bases
have largely failed. Under the International Land Coalition
(ILC), projects have been undertaken, instituting comanagement of pastures on four sites across Mongolia
since 2009. Co-management is designed to bring together
the skills and involvement of herder groups, government
and researchers, with the aim of efficient and sustainable
natural resource management. It was observed that
livestock losses were less in the co-managed areas during
the 2010 dzud, than in other areas of Mongolia, mainly
through better resource management, due to employing
Information Communication Technology (ICT), which
provided weather information to herders (Hijaba 2013).

Mongolian Herder Social Organisations
Mongolian herders are highly individualistic and
independent. Following from centuries of traditional
subsistence herding, there remains a negative reaction in
the minds of herders to the “negdel” experience of the
Soviet period. It is possible that the term “co-management”
may be seen by herders as not indicating a “collective”.
Nationwide herder organisations do not exist. The
Mongolian Herder’s Association, the Mongolian Meat
Association, the Mongolian Dairy Association, the National
Association of Mongolian Agricultural Co-operators are
valuable associations, but none cover membership of all
herders and therefore are not powerful voices in discussion
with government.

Market Based Vocational Education is required
Modern marketing demands quality assurance. Livestock
1906
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Table 2: Meat Production and Consumption in Mongolia (Note: Figures x1000 tonnes)
Item

1985

1989

1999

2007

2009

Total Meat Production
% Slaughtered in official abattoirs
% Slaughtered by non-official processors
% Meat consumed domestically
% Meat Production Exported

225.9
27.0
73.0
83.7
16.3

239.6
25.6
74.4
87.3
12.7

289.0
1.5
98.5
94.8
5.2

188.2
3.6
94.6
94.2
5.8

245.0
5.0
95.0
91.0
8.9

Source: van Gelder RA (2010) Mongolia: Meat Industry Policy Development.

Table 3. Mongolian Agricultural Commodity Exchange: Results to Date
Auction
Date 2013

No. of 10 kg
Packages Sold

Total weight
(kg)

Value Mongolian
Tugrics (MNT)

Value
($US)

Price
($US/kg)

April 8-12
May 6
May 7

20,664
5,818
7,169

200,664
58,180
71,690

14,036,301,000
3,498,180,000
4,266,551,000

9,905,646
2,468,723
3,010,975

49.90
42.40
42.0

Source: Shombodon D (2013 May pers.comm.) Note: Exchange Rate used 1417MNT=1USD$ as at 25/5/2013.

management techniques and investment to achieve product
specifications to meet consumer demands are required.
Adequate differentiation in market prices for product
specifications do not exist in the meat and animal fibre
supply chains, so herders do not receive market based
stimuli to encourage improved management, or investment.
State ownership of all land resources discourages
investment in infrastructure. There is a desperate need for
vocational education and development of “Codes of
Practice”. These facts are not recognised in Mongolia.

Meat Market Supply Chain Organisation
Up to 95% of meat produced in Mongolia is consumed
domestically, with only about 5% to 9% being exported
(Table 2). 90% to 95% of meat produced in Mongolia is
slaughtered and processed by small and medium sized
businesses outside the formal abattoir system. Hygiene is
largely ignored. Processing and packaging for commercial
sale does not adequately ensure food safety for consumers.
Mongolian cuisine, derived from herding traditions, does
not encourage price differentiation for “cuts of meat” from
a carcase, as seen in more advanced economies. As a result
animal selection and management to produce animals with
conformational characteristics to suit consumer market
requirements is not understood by the average Mongolian
herder.

Cashmere Marketing
The Mongolian Law of Agricultural Commodity Exchange
(approved June 2, 2011) is designed to establish
mechanisms for gaining fair prices and creating animal
product standards. The first auctions were held in April
2013. The Agricultural Commodity Exchange (ACE) is
designed to encourage formation of business co-operatives
and aggregation of products from herder households. It is
imperative that restructuring of the Mongolian pastoral
market supply chains and their management to promote
product aggregation by herders, to achieve commercial
quantities of product for sale, is achieved. Table 3 provides
commentary on the auctions of raw cashmere fibre.
The positive issue is that the ACE has attracted 330
tonnes of cashmere, which is five to ten percent of total
Mongolian production. The negative issue is that buyers do
© 2013 Proceedings of the 22nd International Grassland Congress

not appreciate small packages of product which they have
to sort, class and aggregate themselves. Until herders are
made aware of manufacturing product specifications and
the need to provide buyers with large parcels of
sorted/classed and aggregated fibre product, that suit the
buyers, they will not receive higher prices.
Many reports have been produced in Mongolia to
discuss how to achieve higher priced outcomes (van Gelder
and Shombodon 2000).

Conclusions
Nomadic pastoralism has existed in Mongolia for
thousands of years and has been critical to survival of
Mongolians in their extreme climate, but the era of the
“artful” nomadic herder has now finished. The days when a
herder family could obtain all their needs of food, clothing
and draught power from livestock are over. Today,
Mongolians have the same need for cash flow to purchase
the essentials and luxuries of life as other societies. The
modern herder frequently eats a wide range of imported
foodstuffs, wears imported clothes and uses motorised
transport. It is not unusual to see solar panels outside a ger
with a modern TV inside. Unfortunately, despite recent
efforts by Mongolian and international specialists,
Mongolian production and marketing systems have
remained unsuitable for modern world trade. The
infrastructure of the agricultural industry collapsed in the
transition period after the demise of the Soviet system and
has not been replaced in a modern context. Local market
systems provide no price signals to encourage herders to
apply “Codes of Practice” to achieve quality assurance in
their herding activities. The lack of vocational training and
market awareness programmes, the lack of some form of
land ownership and the non-application of Government
regulations are encouraging inappropriate utilisation and
destruction of Mongolian pastures.
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